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PROPERTY MARKS OF ALASKAN ESKIMO 

By FRANZ BOAS 

Lubbock, I believe, was the first to call attention to the occur- 
rence of a property mark on an arrow collected among the Eskimo 
of Alaska.' An examination of the collections in the United 
States National Museum at Washington, in the American Mu- 
seum of Natural History of New York, and in the Peabody 
Museum at Cambridge, shows that property marks are used very 
frequently by the Eskimo tribes of Alaska. They occur almost 
exclusively on weapons used in hunting, which, after being dis- 
patched, remain in the bodies of large game. These are, par- 
ticularly, whaling harpoons, walrus harpoons, sealskin buoys 
which are attached to harpoons, lance-heads used for killing 
whales, and detachable arrowheads. I found also two throwing- 
sticks provided with property marks. I did not discover any 
property marks on tools. It appears, therefore, that the object 
of the property mark is to secure property-right in the animal in 
which the weapon bearing the mark is found. This agrees with 
Kittlitz's report," quoted by Andree in his essay on property 

' Prehistoric Times, 1869, p. 10. 

' R. Andree, Ethnographische Parallelen und Vergleiche, Neue Folge, p. 84. 
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marks, who says that the Aleutians hunt whales with harpoons 
without lines. The whale dies after having received several mis- 
siles, and drifts ashore on one of the islands. The people of the 
village community who find it, first examine the wound in which 
the harpoon bearing the mark of the community who killed the 
whale will be found. The latter are at once advised of the 
stranding, and divide the whale with the finders. 

Andree also quotes Holmberg, who says that the Konyags of 
Alaska place property marks on their sea-otter arrows. As the 
sea-otter is hardly ever killed by a single arrow, but receives four 
or five, which are shot by different hunters, the law provides that 
he whose arrow is nearest the head receives the game. I also 
found property marks of this kind on a set of sea-otter arrows 
from Koskimo. Andree states ' that he saw a property mark on 
a sealskin buoy from the western coast of Vancouver island. 

An examination of the available material shows that the same 
property marks are found on a great number of specimens; for 
example figure 17, c, occurs on six whaling harpoons. This shows 
that the marks (at least those on whaling harpoons) cannot be in- 
dividual, but must be communal. Sets of arrows found in quivers 
show always the same marks on their foreshafts. It is very in- 
teresting to note that harpoons and arrows of a certain form, and 
showing a certain decoration, always have the same property 
mark. It would seem that in each village the weapons of a 
certain group — a boat's crew, family, house community, or any 
other social unit — use a certain decoration for their implements, 
which, in connection with certain lines, forms their property 
mark. In harpoons showing the decoration figure 17, c, the 
Y-shape property mark is never absent. The same is true of the 
designs shown in figure 16, c, g, and the connected marks. In 
the detachable heads of deer arrows I find, in by far the majority 
of cases, a certain form of the head connected with a certain 
mark. Figure 24, a, b, are the forms that are of most frequent 

' Ibid., p. 84. 
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Fig. 16 — Whaling harpoons from Point Hope (in the American Museum of Natural History). One- 
fourth natural size, a, No. 60-1889 ; *, No. 60-1882 ; c. No. 6o-i88oa ,• </, No. 60-1481 : e. No. 60- 
1879 \/, No. 60-1878 ; g^ No. 60-1496 ; h. No. 60-1479 ; j, No. 60-1937 ; /, No. 60-1476 ; *, ^^o. 60-1939. 
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occurrence. Form and decorative design must, therefore, be 
considered as designating ownership. There are many har- 




FlG. 17 — Whaling hMpoo"s from Point Hope (in the American Museum of Natural History). One- 
fourth natural size. «, No. 60-1499 ; b^ No. 60-1492 ; c. No. 60-1488 ; <f, No. 60-1940 ; e^ No. 60- 
1489 ;yi No. 60-1485 ; gt No. 60-1491 ; ^, No. 60-1482; i\ No. 60-1891;/, No. 60-1480; ky No, 
60-1890 ; /, No. 60-1475. 

poon-heads that have no property marks. Probably these are 
sufificiently clearly designated by their form and ornament. Har- 
poon-heads from different villages differ very considerably in 
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form, while many from the same village show the same form, 
although differing in ornamentation. This will be seen by a 




t j k I 

Fig. 18— Whaling harpoons. One-fourth natural size. <t, from Diomede island, U. S. Nat Mus 
No. 38775; *-^, from Point Barrow, U. S. Nat. Mus., Nos. 89748, 80753, 56602, 80755: f, from 
Point Barrow, Peabody Museum, No. 50346 ; g, U. S. Nat. Mus. ; h-k, from Point Bareow, U. S. 
Nat. Mus., Nos. 89752, 56601, 89746, ; /, from Point Hope, Peabody Museum, No. 52145*. 

comparison of the specimens shown in figures i6 and 17, from 
Point Hope, with those from Point Barrow. Most of the har- 
poons from Point Barrow (figures 18, b-k, and 19, a, b) have 
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rounded forms and a peculiar curve in the line running from tip 
to barb, while those from Point Hope show almost a straight 
line from tip to barb. Most of the property marks are placed 
just above the slanting base of the harpoon, on its shorter side. 
Exceptional locations are shown in figure 16, b, k. Most har- 
poons from Point Hope have an angular cross-section, the sides 

of the barb being strongly set 
off against the body of the har- 
poon, and forming a sharp 
ridge at the long side (figure 
16, b, c, h-k). At Point Hope 
the center of decoration is the 
hole for the harpoon-line. The 
simplest form is a notch adjoin- 
ing the hole (figure \6,c). This 
develops into a triangle (figure 
16, d,g). Sometimes the tri- 
angle and notch appear com- 
bined, the former having a black 
apex (figure 16, ^3;). More elab- 
orate forms consist of systems 
of lines surrounding the hole, 
and these follow the lateral 
edges on the body of the har- 
be considered developments of 
The similarity between figures 
The only difference consists in 
the presence of the notch above the line-hole on figure 17, 
b, and the differing location of the small cross-lines. Figure 
17, d, e, and g-j are also very much alike. The first two of 
the latter series show the same design and the same property 
mark. This series may perhaps be considered a decoration de- 
veloped from the forms shown in 16, e,f. In the harpoons shown 
in figures 16, h-k, and 17, /, a middle rib on each side is added to 



Fig. 19 — whaling harpoons. One-fourth natural 
size. «, ^, from Point Barrow, U. S. Nat, 
Mus., Nos. 89747, 89745 ; c, from Point Hope, 
Peabody Museum, No. 53145^. 



poon. Figure 17, a-f, may 
the triangle mentioned before. 
17, a, and 17, b, is striking. 



boas] 



PROPERTY MARKS OF ALASKAN ESKIMO 



607 



the three ribs on the long side of the harpoon. At the same time 
the line-hole is larger and more deeply scooped out on the barb 
side. Generally the base, on which is the hole for the foreshaft, 





d\ dt 






Fig. 20 — Walrus harpoons. One-half natural size, a. Port Clarence, U. S. N. M., No. n 



Michael, U. S. N. M., No. 24731 ; c, Cape Darby, U. S. N. M., No. 44252 ; rf, Peabody 
No. R 19 ; <-, Yukon river, U. S. N. M., No. 153448a ,• y; Sledge island, U. S. N. M., I 
^, Kadiak, U. S. N. M., No. 72547 ; h^ Yukon river, U. S. N. M., No. 153448*. 



9004 ; *, St 
*i Museum, 
No. 45144 ; 



is set off at an angle against the short side of the harpoon ; but 
in a few cases there is a curve instead (figure i6, d,h; figure 17, /). 
Figure 17, k, /, show no ornamentation on the sides, but only on 
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the short, flat face. On the type represented in figure 17, ^, a 
ridge is found on this face with two notches at its lower end. 
The harpoon-heads represented in figures 18, /, and 19, c, belong 
also to this series of types and suggested to me that they are also 
from Point Hope. Mr C. C. Willoughby informed me, on in- 
quiry, that these specimens originally formed part of the collec- 
tion to which the harpoons in the American Museum of Natural 
History belonged. 





Fig. 21— Walms harpoons in the U. S. National Museum. One-half natural size, a, No. 73777 ; 
b, Nulok, No. 38299 ; c. Cape Nome, No. 44484 ; d. Lower Kuskolcwim, No. 176173. 



The Point Barrow harpoons are much simpler than those 
found at Point Hope. Most of them have a rounded cross-sec- 
tion and a depression for the line running from the line-hole 
down to the base. A lateral ridge occurs on figure i8, k, only, 
the locality of which is not certain. The designs on figure 19, 
«, b, resemble the Point Hope series (figure 17, d,f). 

Property marks on walrus harpoons are rather rare ; but on 
many of those from Port Clarence (figure 20, a) are found two 
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notches, which probably serve the purpose of property marks, 
like those on the whaling harpoon shown in figure 17, e. 

In figure 20, b, c, d, appear property marks in the same posi- 






^■2 






Fig. 22— Walrus harpoons. One-half natural size, a. Point Barrow, U. S. N. M., No. 56611 ; 
i, Peabody Museum, No. 50347 ; <r. Point Barrow, U. S. N. M., No. 56620 ; d. Bristol bay, U. S. 
N. M., No. 90408 ; «, Spagunugumut (Nunivak), 17. S. N. M., No. 37380 ; /, Kushunuk, U. S. N. 
M., No. 36343 ; g, Spagunugumut, U. S. N. M., No. 37955. 

tions in which they are found on whaling harpoons. The decora- 
tions of these harpoons show so much variety that it is almost 
impossible to find two from different localities that are alike. 
There is also considerable variation in each locality. The plain 

AM. ANTH. N. S., 1—39. 
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form (figure 20, a), without mark and without notches, is quite 
frequent at Port Clarence. The fundamental elements of decora- 
tion consist in a line on the long face, running up from the notch 
between the barbs, and one on the short face running up from the 
base. Very often these lines are transformed into long, shallow 
depressions (figure 20 b, c. It). Lateral lines are often added to 
this simple form. These appear in figures 20, c, f, h, and 22, g. 
In figure 21, c, the lateral lines are changed into ribs which 
occupy both faces of the harpoon. These lateral lines contribute 





Fig. 23 — Walrus harpoons in U. S. N. M, One-half natural size, a, Agaiyukchugmut (Nunivak), 
No. 37944 ; ^, Point Barrow, No. 56611, 

largely toward setting off the sides of the harpoon as decorative 
fields. By developing the grooves running in some harpoons 
from line-hole to base (figure 22, c) into a larger surface, this 
lateral field is still more individualized (figures 21, d, and 22, 
e, f, g). The most frequent element of decoration on this field 
is a line with several shorter lines branching from it. Three 
short branch-lines occur in figures 20, e,f; 21, a ; 22, f,g, and 
23, a ; pairs of branches in figures 20, h, and 21, c. Variations of 
these designs originate by different combinations of the elements 
mentioned before and additions of new ones. On the two faces 
appear dots (figure 20, /, Ji), and a circular design which is inter- 
preted by Lucien M. Turner as a flower (figures 21, d; 22, f,g; 
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23, a). In some of these forms the combination looks almost 
like the face of an animal with snout upward (figures 22, /i ; 
22,^2). Since these are, however, highly specialized forms, it 



1/1 



1 



W w 




Fig. 2^ — Heads of deer arrows. One-half natural size, a, Nunivak, U. S. N. M., No. 16415 ; b^ St, 
Michael, U. S. N. M., No. 24588 ; c-/^ Peabody Museum, Nos. 173a, i73<r, 174, 173*,' g-i^ Nunivak, 
U. S. N. M., Nos. 16414, 16415, 16413. 

seems probable that this is an accident, particularly when com- 
pared with the grouping of the same elements in figures 22,/ 2, 
and 22, g 3. The design on the faces of the harpoon shows a 
peculiar development in figure 23, b. 
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Three-barbed harpoons show certain peculiarities which are 
due to the presence of two notches at the base of the long face. 

Here the decoration al- 
ways begins with two lines 
running up from these 
notches (figures 21, d ; 22, 
d,f\ 

The fundamental dif- 
ference between the orna- 
mentation of the walrus 
harpoon and the whaling 
harpoon is, therefore, that 
in the former the orna- 
mentation developed on 
the faces, while in the lat- 
ter it always developed on 
the sides. This is due to 
the fact that the two barbs 
of the walrus harpoon 
made it necessary to give 
the long face a wider sur- 
face; the decoration was 
then applied to this sur- 
face and to the opposite 
side. Only single - barb 
walrus harpoons show lat- 
eral decorations which are 
similar to those of the 
whaling harpoons (figure 
22, b, c). The remarkable 
individuality of form of 
the most southern har- 
poon is illustrated in figures 20, g, and 22, d. The decoration on 
the back of figure 20, g, was observed on two specimens. Possi- 



\/ 





Fig. 25— Arrowheads and lance-point, a^ Head of deer 
arrow, Peabody Museunij No. 26476 (J nat.) ; b. Head 
of deer arrow from Nunivak, U. S. N. M., No. 16414 
(^ nat.) t f. Point of lance for white whales, from Fort 
Alexander, U. S. N. M., No. 127631 (i nat.) ; d. Head 
of deer arrow, from St. Michael, U. S. N. M., No. 
48502 (J nat.). 
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bly it may also be a property mark. It does not seem likely 
that the decorations of these harpoons developed through con- 
ventionalization of realistic forms. Their characteristic features 
and their dependence upon the form of the harpoon rather sug- 
gest that they are purely geometric designs. 

Figures 24 and 25, a, b, represent marks on deer arrows. In 
figure 25, c, we have a mark similar to those on deer arrows on 
the detachable point of a whaling lance. 

On the whole the property marks consist of simple lines ; but 
in figure 16, i,j, we see forms of human beings, in figure 24, h, i, 
long-tailed quadrupeds. The arrow shown in figure 25, d, is 
almost covered with engravings representing men and animals. 
Possibly figure 24,^, represents a flower, and figures 16, k; 17,// 
and 20, a, animals. 

It is very remarkable that a thorough search did not reveal 
property marks from any other Eskimo tribe. This fact, taken in 
connection with the form and occurrence of such marks among 
the northeastern tribes of Asia, suggests that this custom, like so 
many other peculiarities of Alaskan Eskimo life, may be due to 
contact with Asiatic tribes. 



